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Secular Society: An Attempt at Initiation  
 
 
What is a secular society? In the following, I shall present two answers to 
this question. The two answers are closely related, though I shall show 
this here only in part. - The article deals with a vast topic, and can only 
make a few moves, mainly conceptual ones. It is written by a Western 
European, with a view also to readers who are in part from Non-Western 
cultures (though I know very little about such cultures). I have therefore 
provided a relatively rich collection of footnotes, partially intended as a 
guide to further literature, partially for qualifications and further 
discussion. - Nothing is, in the article, said about non-European history. 
The reason for this is not that a phenomenon such as religious tolerance, 
for instance, has failed to exist in non-European societies. The reason is 
that it was in Europe (and in the United States of America) that modern 
secular society, as a radically new type of society, first arose - in a 
complex and, in part, painful process which I have been able to look at 
here only from a very high altitude.  
 
 
I. Short Presentation of First Answer: Secularization of Society 

as Increasing Independence from Religion 
 
As regards my first answer, I am thinking of the increased independence 
from religious influence that can be observed in many areas of society, 
during the centuries in which modern society arose in the West.  

The fact that the evolution of natural science has become independent 
of religious interpretations of scientific concepts, theories and 
discoveries, and that this, by and large, is even true of intellectual 
changes in the social sciences and the humanities, is one of these 
developments.1 The rise of an economy in which religious arguments 
                                                 
 1 See, as a complex and controversial attempt to deal with the human meaning of this 

process (which, by the way, is the same as the religious meaning in the wide, secular 
sense I introduce below), Hans Blumenberg’s Legitimität der Neuzeit, (Frankfurt am 



against taking interest and against social advancement through money-
making lost their force, is another.2 A third is the development of a 
secular state out of a period of religious civil wars - a state which 
combines the monopolization of the means for the legitimate use of 
physical force3 with a neutral stance towards churches or creeds,4 or 
which at least, in the case of state churches, respects the above-mentioned 
rights to religious freedom for non-members of that church. A fourth is 
the development of a public school system which is reasonably neutral in 
matters of faith, either through abstention from teaching such matters, or 
                                                                                                                                            

Main: Suhrkamp, enlarged edition 1976, orig.publ. 1966), especially parts II and III; 
there is an English translation of the enlarged edition, The Legitimacy of the Modern 
Age  (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press). See also, for an important perspective that in 
one way, though his work is not dealt with, represents a correction to Blumenberg, 
Francis Oakley, Omnipotence, Covenant and Order. An Excursion into the History 
of Ideas from Abelard to Leibniz (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 
1984), including his references to other work done by himself, William Courtenay 
and Heiko Oberman. For a complex and controversial theoretical attempt by a 
sociologist to deal with the result of the process, see Niklas Luhmann, Die 
Wissenschaft der Gesellschaft  (Suhrkamp: Frankfurt am Main,1990). - Given the 
vast amount of literature on all of the points mentioned in this paragraph, it is 
perhaps superfluous to give any references to literature at all. The references that I 
give in this and the next few footnotes are meant as especially illuminating or 
stimulating examples. 

 
2 For an especially illuminating description of this process see Bernard Groethuysen, 

Die Entstehung der bürgerlichen Welt- und Lebensanschauung in Frankreich 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1978, orig. publ. 1927), especially volume II: on 
“Die Soziallehren der katholischen Kirche und das Bürgertum”. (There is also a 
French edition of this work, Origines de l’ésprit bourgeois en France.)  

 
3 Thus Max Weber’s famous definition of the modern state in Wirtschaft und 

Gesellschaft, (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1976, orig. publ. 1921), pp. 821f. = ch. IX, 
div. 8, § 2. There is an American edition, Economy and Society. 

 
4 “The state is essentially a product of the religious civil war, it is the overcoming of 

the religious civil war through neutralization and secularization of the confessional 
parties, i.e. through de-theologization”, wrote the authoritarian Étatiste Carl Schmitt, 
who nevertheless heartily rejected the end-result of secularisation. The quote is a 
translation of mine from the recently published Glossarium. Aufzeichnungen der 
Jahre 1947-1951 (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1991), p.19. His more liberal and 
secularist students Reinhart Koselleck and Ernst Wolfgang Böckenförde have each 
devoted one of their best articles to analysing this process: Koselleck: “Vergangene 
Zukunft der frühen Neuzeit”, orig. publ.  in 1968, reprinted in his Vergangene 
Zukunft  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1979), a book that was translated as 
Futures Past  (Chicago and London: Chicago University Press); Böckenförde,“Die 
Entstehung des Staates als Vorgang der Säkularisation”, orig. publ. 1967, reprinted 
in his Recht, Staat, Freiheit  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1991.)  - There are a 
few remarks on the European religious wars in Section III below.  



by teaching them neutrally, or by not requiring students to participate in 
teaching where the preaching of a particular faith is a part.5 A fifth is the 
development of an art form that is no longer chiefly the maid of 
organized religion.6 A sixth is the development of a notion of secular 
love, where the lovers may regard their relationship as intimate beyond 
anyone, even beyond God.7 A seventh is the development of a system of 
secular law, where law is treated as something human beings can create 
and change, for instance through parliamentary procedures and 
referendums, though as basis of the system there is also a series of rights 
accruing to all members of society, among them the right to free 
formation and expression of opinions or beliefs in all kinds of matters, 
including matters political, scientific, artistic and religious.8 Though to-
                                                 
 
5 There is, of course, a close connection between this development and the rise of the 

secular state, just as there are other close connections between the developments 
listed. From the perspective adopted here, however, a public school system, though 
impossible without the state, is first and foremost part of society’s educational 
institutions, i.e. of the educational area of society, not the realm of the political.     

 
6 For an illuminating historico-sociological account of some aspects of this process, 

see Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1990, orig. publ. 1962), ch. II and ch. V § 18. There is an American 
edition: The Structural Transformation of the Public Realm  (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1989.) For a subtle presentation of aesthetic modernism and its 
secularized use of religious language in order to articulate a radical form of aesthetic 
autonomy, see Wolfgang Lange, Der kalkulierte Wahnsinn. Innenansichten 
äesthetischer Moderne (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1992.)  

 
7 See as an inspired, both historical and theoretical account of this, Niklas Luhmann, 

Liebe als Passion. Zur Codierung von Intimität, (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
1982). There is also an American edition: Love as Passion (Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 1986.) 

 
 
8 To mention just four areas of society in which these rights have been institutio-

nalized. The institutionalization of this and other types of rights are, as the reader 
will note, not just a development in the area of law, but also in the areas in which 
the rights are institutionalized as rights of positive law. - With respect to the aspect 
of changeability (“positivization of law”), see Niklas Luhmann, Ausdifferenzierung 
des Rechts (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1981), or his Rechtssoziologie  (Reinbek 
bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1972ff. There is an edition in English of this, Sociology of 
Law. On the relation between positive law and rights, see Jürgen Habermas, 
Faktizität und Geltung. Beiträge zur Diskurstheorie des Rechts and des 
demokratischen Rechtsstaats  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1992); an American 
edition will be published soon. 

  Notice that in using the concept of secular society this way, I am distinguishing 
secular societies from societies ruled in a totalitarian or an authoritarian way. In 



day universally espoused by Christian churches, this notion of universal 
individual rights had to be fought through against them.9  

Science and scholarship, the economy, the state and politics, the school 
system, art, the family,10 law: in all these areas of society, then, we find 
developments towards greater independence from religious influence. 

                                                                                                                                            
such societies, there is no right to free expression of opinions, and in totalitarian 
societies, there is in addition the attempt to make all members of society think the 
same way. Now such societies may be among modern or modernizing societies, and 
in the case of totalitarianism, one is clearly thinking of a modern development. 
Through the strategy of keeping “modern society” the more general term, adopted a 
little later in the text, there is the advantage of being able to count societies ruled by 
totalitarian, and many societies ruled by authoritarian, regimes, among modern or 
modernizing societies, though not among secular ones. I admit that this is in one 
sense a facile move, covering up real issues which I cannot take up here. 
Nevertheless, I think there is truth to this move. For an attempt at analysing the 
“sacred” nature of the Soviet Communist regime, see Ken Jowitt’s article mentioned 
in footnote 29 below. Section II below may, by the way, be read as an attempt at 
showing how secularization in the West in part came about in a sequence where an 
authoritarian phase plays a transitional role. See especially footnote 16 below. - 
Classic textst on totalitarian and authoritarian regimes have been written by Hannah 
Arendt, by Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski, and by Juan Linz.  

 
9 See Ernst-Wolfgang Böckenförde and Robert Spaemann (eds.): Menschenrechte und 

Menschenwürde, (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1987), esp. the chapter by Joseph Isensee, 
pp. 138-74; see also Hans Küng and Jürgen Moltmann, The Ethics of World 
Religions and Human Rights (=April Volume of Concilium; London/Philadelphia: 
SCM Press/Trinity Press International, 1990), esp. the chapter by Kurt Walf, pp. 32-
47.  

 
10 Above, of course, I mentioned love, which is, to be sure, not the same as the family, 

and has been thought incompatible with the routines of marriage and child-raising 
by many, both in earlier times and to-day. Nevertheless, there are also strong 
traditions that disagree with this, and as regards secular society there is the 
important development toward  a family based on partners who love each other and 
often describe this as a passion they cannot but follow, but where both of them 
nevertheless have made a free choice, in the sense that no third persons decide for 
them. (Compare the analysis of the notion of a free choice of religious belief later, 
in section IV.) As a sign of the importance of this free decision, this notion of the 
family is based upon the distinction between a nuclear family on the one hand, 
which begins anew for each generation with the decision to marry, and which 
includes the parents and the children; and on the other hand an extended family of 
grand parents and other relations that may remain influential, but which  is not 
supposed to pick out who is to marry whom. See, for a clear overview over 
literature (and a defense of Talcott Parsons’ view of the nuclear family), Hartmann 
Tyrell, “Probleme einer Theorie der gesellschaftlichen Ausdifferenzierung der 
privatisierten modernen Kernfamilie”, in: Zeitschrift für Soziologie, Heft 4, October 
1976.  See also Niklas Luhmann, “Sozialsystem Familie”, in his Soziologische 
Aufklärung 5  (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1990.)     



Now let us call these developments processes of secularization, and the 
result secular society. We may, of course, also speak of modern society 
and modernization processes; but let us keep this term the more general 
one, and use secularization as a term for the relation of modernization 
processes and modernity to religion.11 
 
 
II. The Secularization of Religion: 

Not just for Unbelievers “Stepping out of the Holy Circle” 
 
Thus much for a provisional presentation of our first answer. Now notice 
that among the secularization processes mentioned above, there was also 
the development of a right to free formation and expression of opinions 
and beliefs in matters religious. This will, in fact, be our second answer as 
to the nature of secular society.12 Before we present that answer in some 
detail, however, let us ask if this is just one more secularization process in 
the sense of a development towards increased independence from 
religious influence.  

Obviously, that depends upon what is meant. It is a fact, of course, that 
over the last two hundred years or so, openly professed atheism or 
agnosticism have come to be normal phenomena in secular society, and 
that a culture of indifference towards religion has arisen. But the freedom 
of belief formation in matters religious is not just a freedom to leave, it is 
also a freedom to remain, or to try and reform from the inside, or to come 
back, or to enter for the first time. Nor does the freedom to leave 
necessarily involve leaving religion altogether: it may mean leaving one 
religious belief in favor of another, including beliefs never held before, or 
beliefs never held before in quite this fashion. Historically, some of the 
most important changes of this kind started as the attempt to reform a 
church or religious organization thought decadent by returning to the true 
original meaning of its religion, ending in a break-out and the foundation 
of a new church.  

The Reformation and the Religious Wars of Early Modern Society. This 
was the case, for instance, with Martin Luther’s attempt to reform the 

                                                 
 
11 Originally, the term “secularization” was used to describe the expropriation of 

church property by the state that was the consequence of the Reformation in early 
modern Christianity. For information on this and on the complex further history of 
the term see Herrmann Lübbe, Säkularisierung. Geschichte eines ideenpolitischen 
Begriffs  (Freiburg and Munich: Karl Alber, 1965); on the orginal meaning see pp. 
23f. See also the critical discussions in Blumenberg, op. cit., part I.    

 
12 See, for a quick overview of that answer, the beginning of the next section.   



Roman Church which, at that time, had religious monopoly over the 
Western part of Christianity. When he, faced with the demand to retract 
his view, gave his famous statement that “...I cannot recant anything, for 
to act against our conscience is neither safe for us, nor open to us. Upon 
this I take my stand. I can do no other”13, his notion of a religious 
conscience was not the broad and formal one of secular society, in which 
the individual is given the right to follow his conscience wherever it may 
lead.14 Nevertheless, his willingness to take his stand and, if necessarily, 
suffer, together with the brilliance of his quickly spread books and his 
Bible translation, made a lasting difference to Western history. Luther 
converted not just laymen and intellectuals, but also princes and rulers, 
who could protect him and the Reformation, through the use of physical 
force. The consequence was, as we know, a century of religious wars, 
during which the Reformation succeeded partially, since it survived, but 
not wholly, both because it split up into many factions and because the 
Catholic Church remained powerful.  

Toleration through Exhaustion. To put the point dramatically, we can 
speak of a century in which the warring parties waited for the judgment 
of a God who, as it were, seemed to have retreated from the battle-field, 
as if He wanted to punish those who were killing in His name by 
abdicating. Not that many of those living then believed He did not exist, 
of course. Such a conviction had, at that time, and to the extent that it 
existed, to remain a private affair, in the sense that one could not speak 
openly about it without danger to life, freedom or career - one could not 
“come out”, as the homosexual movement has taught us to say.  

For this and other reasons, however, it was believers much more than 
unbelievers who, in this formative early period of modern society, 
brought about the development towards toleration which eventually, after 
The Enlightenment, was codified into rights to religious freedom. The 
way in which it was done was not, as mentioned, direct, though radical 
adherents of toleration (who were also enemies of the idea of a state 
church) did exist, especially in England.15 It took the worst possible 
                                                 
 
13 Cited from Harry Bettenson (ed.): Documents of the Christian Church  (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1963), p. 201.  
 
14 We shall soon come back to this secular notion of conscience, in connection with 

our presentation of the notion of a right to private religious choice. On Luther’s 
notion of conscience in the context of a discussion of how modern he is, see Heiko 
A. Oberman, Luther: Mensch zwischen Gott und Teufel, (Severin und Siedler, 
1982), p.  217. (There is an edition in English.)  

 
15 See the illuminating comparative analysis of the Netherlands and England in 

Richard Saage, Herrschaft. Toleranz und Widerstand. Studien zur politischen 



detour: exhaustion through war, before toleration of other Christians 
came to be effectively admitted - typically in compromise settlements, 
and more or less indirectly and inexplicitly.16 It is of course a long step 
from this and to the present condition of secular society, in which the 
public advocacy and practice of any view in matters religious is a right;17 
and where the privacy many people feel they need in order to form, 
choose or even keep their beliefs, is also considered to be a right the state 
should protect as far as it is possible,18 and not just as a loophole for those 
who cherish the unacceptable or unspeakable, protected by such things as 

                                                                                                                                            
Theorie der niederländischen und der englischen Revolution  (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1981) esp. pp. 170ff. and pp. 248ff., esp. p. 250.    

 
16 Perhaps the clearest of such indirect toleration was the early Augsburg peace of 

1555 in the German Empire, in which the principle of cujus regio, eius religio 
(though not called by this name), which left it to the ruler of a territory to determine 
which confession was to be its religion, was first adopted. By itself, of course, this 
principle does not contain any element of toleration. Since the Germany Empire 
was not a unitary state, however, but a complex conglomeration of large and small 
states, the only thing that needed to be added, and which was explicitly adopted by 
the peace treaty, was the beneficium emigrandi, the possibility of emigration - to 
another state within the Empire, in which the confession of one’s choice was the 
religion chosen by the ruler. Moreover, since this possibility was granted, it 
gradually also became possible not to convert and nevertheless to stay, so long as 
one was willing to keep one’s religion a private affair. - Since the condition for 
toleration thus became the willingness not to “come out”, in the sense of preaching 
or arranging ceremonies publicly, this may, at first sight, seem to be the same 
situation as that mentioned for atheists. That, however, would be to miss a point. 
One thing is to be tolerated, as a result of a kind of informal constitutional 
development originating in a formal peace treaty, if you are willing to keep your 
religious ceremonies at home. Quite another thing is to live in loophole based on 
the discretion of friends and the ignorance of others. - On Germany see Horst 
Folkers: “Die Neutralität gesellschaftlicher Gewalt und die Wahrheit der 
Unterscheidung”, in Niklas Luhmann (Hrsg.): Soziale Differenzierung. Zur 
Geschichte einer Idee (Opladen: Westdeustcher Verlag, 1985), pp. 42ff, or, with 
more information on details, Martin Heckel, Deutschland im konfessionellen 
Zeitalter (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1983), ch. II. - On the important 
parallel in France, The Edict of Nantes of 1598, see the article by Böckenförde 
mentioned in footnote 4 above or, for a fuller analysis, Ernst Hinrichs, Fürstenlehre 
und politisches Handeln in Frankreich Heinrich IV  (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1969.) - A good general article emphasizing exhaustion is Eike Wolgast, 
“Konfessionalisierieung und Religionskrieg” in Jan Assmann and Dietrich Harth 
(eds.): Kultur und Konflikt. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1990), pp.180-214, 
p.194. See also the article by Koselleck in footnote 4, p. 24.   

 
17 See section III for a qualification.  
 
18 See the same section some hints at what this means.   



the discretion of friends and the preparedness to hide behind a lie in 
public. Nevertheless, it is (from the distorting perspective of hindsight) 
almost as if important Christians came to realize that, since history was 
going on after it should have ended, religiously speaking; since 
individuals were willing to suffer utterly for their religious convictions,19 
defying any attempt to force Christian unity: therefore the sacral history 
of Christianity had in fact come to an end, at least on the level of politics; 
and a secular epoch was about to begin, in which the story of how a 
human being is saved is up to the individual and the God he or she 
chooses to believe in, if he or she so chooses.20   

When speaking of a development towards more independence from 
religious influence, therefore, I am not implying that the process of 
secularization is limited to those who, since the Enlightenment, have 
stepped “beyond the Holy Circle”21 of Christianity and other religions, 
and those who by now have been born in the land thus discovered. This 
process started before, in a painful process where the modern, religiously 
tolerant state was born out of insight into the willingness of Christians to 
suffer for their religious convictions, no matter how strong the influence 
or force from other religious quarters.   

 
 

III. Overview of Second Answer: The Rights to Religious Freedom. 
 

Let us now look directly at our second answer, and at first, in this section, 
in the form of a synopsis.  

According to this second answer, a secular society is a society where 
options of religious disbelief and doubt are freely available, along with 
options of belief. It is a society where the right to free formation and 
choice of belief in matters religious is a right for everyone, and where this 
right includes the right to adopt or have a view of human existence which 
                                                 
 
19 On the significance of this for the development of the most important early modern 

theory and defense of toleration, that of John Locke, see James Tully’s introduction 
to an edition of Locke’s Letter Concerning Toleration  (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing Company, 1983), esp. pp. 6f.  

 
20 Part of this formulation radicalizes - albeit in the as-if manner - a perspective found 

in Koselleck’s article mentioned in footnote 4, esp. p. 24.  
 
21 This is an expression used by the Enlightenment historian Gibbon in order to 

characterize his relation to a history of manicheanism written by a Christian 
theologian: he had been able to make good use of it “beyond the holy circle of the 
author.” Quoted from Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation (New York 
and London: Norton, 1977) , volume I, p. 358.  



is considered non-religious, by others and/or by oneself. This right must, 
as already emphasized, in an important sense be a right to private choice, 
since it does not include the right to decide on the beliefs of others, but 
only the right to decide for oneself. 

The right to free choice includes, however, a right to express any22 
belief one has in public communication, and advocate it in public 
discussion, with the possibility this carries with it of being influenced in 
your belief formation. There is also the right to practise one’s beliefs in 
religious ceremonies.23 Furthermore, there is a right to consult and 
discuss  in a private, confidential way with people willing to listen to you, 
whether this be in your home or your friend’s home, at other meetings, 
including such of formal organizations reserved for members and not 
intended for public coverage,24 through letters unopened by third parties, 
or through untapped telephone calls.  

These rights, however are no duties - at least within secular society 
itself, as different from duties of participation that may be found in 
particular churches or religious organizations within secular society.25 It 

                                                 
 
22 or almost. As exceptions I am thinking of positions involving racism, for instance, 

though there is the tendency to allow even these, as long as they are not 
accompanied by direct appeals to violence against the groups one wants to 
discriminate. 

 
23 At least as long as these practices do not involve crimes, such as murders during 

Satanic cults, to mention an extreme example.   
 
24 Notice, however, that if you found a formal organization with the intention of 

supporting some belief or policy, then there exists, in secular society, a norm to the 
effect that no one should be barred from becoming a member of such organizations 
on the grounds of race or sex etc, as long as he or she is willing to abide by the 
rules of membership. The norm has not, as yet at least, been universally carried 
through. Notice, however, that an organization only for engineers for instance, or 
for church ministers or priests, does not consititute an exception, as long as the 
possibility of attaining such a position, in principle, is open to anybody (which it is 
not, for instance, in the Catholic Christian Church. This church is, of course, not 
just an organization for priests, but open to anyone, even if the position of priest is 
open only to men.) - Many meetings of formal organizations will, in societies so 
oriented towards public communication as secular societies are, be open to the 
public, either in the sense that even non-members can attend, or in the sense that 
public media are allowed to attend. That, as everyone knows, is  neverteless not the 
whole truth, and not just because of the needs of powerholders to consult each other 
about the secrets of domination.        

 
25 By “secular society itself” I do not here mean to designate all of modern secular 

society. I am using the term in the sense of an area of secular society concerned 



is possible to choose and keep one’s beliefs strictly private: if asked, you 
have the right to shut up, rather than to lie in public, if you wish to keep 
your belief secret. And if one does engage in communication with others, 
one is free not to accept their conclusions, however strongly they may 
feel them warranted by their arguments. - Together these rights constitute 
the core of what in secular society is thought of as religious freedom.  
 
 
IV. The Secularization of Religion: 

A Common Sphere for Believers and Unbelievers 
 
This much for a general overview of our second answer. In this section, I 
discuss the meaning of the words “religion” and “religious” used in the 
overview. A consequence of this will be a somewhat different map of the 
borders of religion in secular society from those which are drawn more 
traditionally. This result will then, at the end of the section, be presented 

                                                                                                                                            
especially with religious matters, but not limited to particular churches or religious 
organizations - a notion that we arrive at in the next section. 

  Now in the modern secular democratic state, there is, indeed, a widespread 
opinion to the effect that participation in public discussion (not necessarily in a 
prominent place, of course), if not a moral duty of the citizen, is at least something 
that is politically and morally very desirable. Others have taken the view that a 
certain measure of political disinterest is not necessarily such a bad thing, if citizens 
can only be relied on to take an interest in politics when it  is really needed. In any 
case, a moral duty is not, in the sense used here, the same as a legal duty, nor is it 
thought of as something one should enforce by informal moral punishment: it is 
thought of as something that people ought to feel and do something about, but 
nevertheless as something they should decide for themselves, on a completely 
voluntary basis. 

  This concern for political participation has to do with the idea of democracy - or 
to put the point in a provocative way: with the idea that a democracy should be 
more than a dictatorship of the representatives elected by the people over that same 
people. And in the religious area of secular society (in the sense hinted at above and 
developed below), there is, of course, no such democracy, for the simple reason that 
there is nothing there that corresponds to the state: there is only a plurality of 
religious organizations and movements.(State churches, where they exist, do not 
cover all the citizens of the society, for there is the right to stay outside them. 
Moreover, these state churches are not organized in the way representative 
democracies are.) There are thus - on this, state- or society-wide level - no 
analogous moral duties to those sometimes attributed to the political citizen.     

  Inside religious organizations (in the wide sense we are using, including 
organizations of atheists etc., see the next section), participation duties may of 
course - just as in political organizations, say - be seen as both moral and legal 
duties: legal duties, then, in the sense that they are included in the conditions for 
voluntary membership and can be used in formal organization processes that end in 
the exclusion of members.       



also as a contribution to our first answer as to the nature of secular 
society. - In section V I go on to discuss the notion of a free religious 
choice used.    

“Religion” and “Religious”. Of course, in order not to discriminate 
against those who do not want to call their views of life religious, one 
could try to adopt a neutral terminology here and - in stead of “religious 
matters” - speak of “matters having to do with the meaning of life or 
existence”, matters of “ultimate concern” (thus Paul Tillich’s view of “the 
holy”) or the like. In the following I shall, nevertheless, speak of 
“religious belief” and even “religion” in a way that covers also beliefs 
and doubts of those who reject the label “religion” for their views. To 
avoid misunderstanding, however, I shall sometimes write “(non)reli-
gious” or “(non)religion”.  

By doing this, it should be noted, I do not mean to violate the rights to 
religious freedom in secular society. I do not mean to deny a theist the 
right to keep his theistic view of religion, in order to be able to exclude 
the godless, nor do I deny the atheist the right to do the same, in order not 
to be classified together with the superstitious. It should be noted, 
however, that there are atheists that consider themselves religious, just as 
there are theists who do not like the word religion. Any terminology is, in 
other words, bound to irritate someone: in this sense no terminology is 
neutral.  

It should also be noted that by doing this, I do not mean to 
automatically include all non-religious beliefs in this wide category of 
religious beliefs, but only those that are thought by the individual to be of 
decisive relevance to the subject-matter of religion in the wide sense. 
There are, that is, other beliefs entertained by both friends and enemies of 
the notion of religion, such as economic or scientific or political or 
artistic or pedagogical beliefs, in other words: beliefs from other areas of 
society, to use the manner of speaking adopted above. Such distinctions 
are used by many, I think, to exclude some or many of their beliefs from 
those which are of decisive relevance to religious questions in the wide 
sense: what is the meaning of your life? What is of ultimate concern to 
you? etc. Others will think otherwise, and include them. If so, so be it, for 
the person in question, since in secular society, the choice of religious 
belief is privatized. Nevertheless, even among these persons, there are I 
think many who would be willing to differentiate somewhat between 
different elements of their religious beliefs in the wide sense, and to 
distinguish the elements considered as a whole from beliefs about other 
subject-matters, such as science or art or what the economic system or the 
schools should be like.26 

                                                 
 



A Common Subject-Matter. There is, in other words, an assumption 
behind my wide use of the words “religion” and “religious”.  This 
assumption is  
- that it is meaningful to speak of a subject-matter that is common to both 
those who do and those who do not want to describe their seriously 
entertained beliefs and doubts about the meaning of life, religion etc. as 
“religious” or as “belonging to a religion”; and moreover,  

- that this subject-matter is distinguishable from other subject-matters 
important to secular society, in ways which individual persons find 
themselves, and which may often be subtle, but which nevertheless 
confirms something about the criterion of secular society we first 
developed.  

A Universe of Discourse, not a Catholic Church. Now in stead of 
speaking about a common subject-matter, one could also speak of a 
common universe of discourse. Perhaps this will sound a bit too strong to 
some. But just as a common subject-matter allows for different positions 
and disagreement, even radical disagreement, so does a common universe 
of discourse.  
                                                                                                                                            
26 There is a parallel point to be made about political views here, and this becomes 

clear if one reflects on the meaning of the last sentence. “...what the economic 
system or the schools should be like”: this seems to describe not just economic or 
pedagogical issues, but political ones, since controversies about such subject-
matters are so central in politics. Of course, controversies about science and art 
have also been and are sometimes important to politics, to say nothing of family 
issues and the legal system. Finally, even after the end of the religious civil wars 
and the privatization of religion, issues about religion have obviously continued to 
concern European and American politics, a fact which in Europe has gained in 
importance after the mass immigration of Muslims, Hindi and Buddhists in recent 
decades.  

  Moreover, one could go on: there is of course an economic aspect to all areas of 
society, including the religious area of society, and there is a pedagogical aspect to 
all of society, including the area of art, which in secular society sometimes looks as 
a rebellion against all education, etc.  

  Now it is up to the individual how many of these general perspectives on 
everything he or she wants to develop: that is a matter of personal interest, though 
one should not underrate the degree to which we think about such matters without 
noticing it.   

  On the other hand, the two most commonly adopted general perspectives of this 
kind are, I think, one’s view of matters public, i.e. one’s political view, and one’s 
view of matters personal or existential or religious, i.e. one’s (non)religious view, in 
the terminology adopted here. Both of them may include elements from anywhere, 
and both of them may be colored by a special area of interest, i.e. as artist, as 
capitalist, as school teacher or whatever. Moreover, to many people, though not to 
all, there is an intimate relation between the two perspectives adopted. 
Nevertheless, I think most of those who see an intimate connection will, in the final 
instance, recognize a difference between the two. 



If religion in secular society is a universe, it is not in the sense of a 
cosmos or spiritual home for people who agree, and not in the sense of a 
church, however universal - “catholic” - its aspirations. If it is a universe, 
then in a sense analogous to the universe that is dreamt of in some science 
fiction: a universe full of peopled planets, whose beings may be radically 
different from us who live on Earth, but not so different that we do not all 
share a certain condition, indicated in questions like: why do I exist? If it 
is a universe, then in the sense of a universe with many cultures, 
including all world religions and all sorts of modern secular 
developments. Based on the situation of the West as it has developed over 
the last century or so, the positions now held include: 

-  all sorts of theists, such as Christians, Jews and Muslims; 
- atheists and anti-theists who think human autonomy and the existence 

of an omnipotent God irreconcilable;  
- scientistic believers in the moral importance of a “true” natural 

science world perspective where God is superfluous;  
- Death-of-God and Superman philosophers, atheistic existentialists, 

latter-day “gnostics”27 and aestheticists, i.e.: all kinds of people who tend 
to want to become God themselves, though they mostly know they won’t 
make it, and thus must be considered believers in the meaningfulness of 
missions impossible;28 

- no-self and no-God Buddhists;  
- all those seeking other Far Eastern answers, including those who think 

they find the same truths adumbrated in the deeper regions of modern 
physics;   

- agnostics. 
 
A Peaceful Realm. Secular society, then, is a universe that allows for 

radical religious difference and disagreement. On the other hand, as 
emphasized at the beginning of the section, it is a society where such 
disagreement is to remain peaceful. You have the right to a free choice of 
(non)religious belief, and to advocate that belief in public, but such 
advocacy has to abide by the rules of - peaceful - discourse, not by the 
rules of force. 

You may still believe, of course, that sacral history is not over yet, and 
that in the end your God will win over everyone, or everyone except 
                                                 
 
27 See, for a good historical overview starting in Hellenism and ending with  

Baudelaire, Paul Zweig, The Heresy of Self-Love. A Study of Subversive 
Individualism  (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1968 and 1986). 

 
28 The most important of which, perhaps, is Nietzsche, see footnote 35 below for a  

reference.  



those that He has condemned anyway. Or you may believe that, as secular 
history moves towards its final consolidation, scientific atheism will be 
the only belief that is left.  

If, however, you try to use violence or force in trying to bring about 
such end-states, violating other people’s religious rights, then in effect 
you are - however much you may think yourself beyond any religion - 
reverting to the condition of religious war, from which secular society 
slowly and painfully emerged in early modern Europe.29 Or more 
accurately: you are taking the side of all those who do not want secular 
society to establish itself, as a realm of permanent religious peace. 

An Area of Society. A Perspective on The Relation between the Two 
Answers. Now before finishing this section, we have to bring out an 
implication of the above which I have not yet been stating clearly, and 
which brings us back to our first answer as to the nature of secular 
society. For if religion in secular society is a common universe in the 
sense developed, in which answers differ but the subject-matter is shared, 
and if this subject-matter is distinguishable from subject-matters 
characteristic of other areas or spheres of modern society, then it makes 
sense to speak of religion as an area of its own in modern society, 
different from other areas. 

Our first answer as to the nature of secular society took, as will be 
recalled, its point of departure in the other spheres of secular society, and 
indicated developments towards increased independence from religious 
influence. In section II, then, I applied this answer to what we now could 
call the intra-religious dimension of these developments, in the wide 
sense of religion including also atheists and agnostics. I tried to show 
there that it would be historically wrong to think of secularization as a 
process affecting only the latter types of persons, those moving “beyond 
the Holy Circle” of Christianity. For in fact, secularization began within 
Christianity itself, in a painful process where people proved willing to 
suffer for their convictions, and in which the insight grew that therefore 
such convictions had to be peacefully tolerated.  

Moreover, I should now add quite explicitly that the process did not 
just touch Christianity: despite the relatively late acceptance of universal 

                                                 
 
29 Atheist Soviet Communism, that is, was not a fully secular position, nor was its 

forerunner, the French revolutionary movement (though the innovative impact of 
the latter in the development of modern secular Europe was of course fundamental.) 
For a stimulating attempt to show this for the Soviet Union in a more fundamental 
sense than indicated here, see Ken Jowitt’s article “Moscow Centre”, in his The 
New World Disorder. The Leninist Extinction (Berkeley-Los Angeles-Oxford: 
University of California Press, 1992), pp. 159ff; see also Nour Kirabaev, this 
volume, pp. 220f. 



human rights, including the rights to religious freedom by the Christian 
churches, the insight gained in the religious wars has, in fact, gradually 
transformed Christianity itself. By and large, most of Christianity now 
tries to be a fully secular religion, in the sense of our second answer, i.e. 
to respect the religious rights of other religious  standpoints, including 
both Post-Christians and Non-Christians.30 To what extent one has 
succeeded, is not my concern here.31 My point is the following: Both 
Christians and Post-Christians have, during the process of secularization, 
stepped beyond the pre-secular, non-tolerant Holy Circle of Christianity. 
Both Christians and Post-Christians live, by now together with 
representatives from all other world religions, in a new religious sphere of 
society, a sphere where organizations or individuals my keep their 
sanctities to themselves, but also communicate about them. We could, 
therefore, speak of a sphere of secularized religion that has emerged or is 
emerging32 in modern society, in which believers are often just as 
                                                 
 
30 Actually, it involves more than this, at least if Christianity is not to confine the 

relevance of its statements to the religious area of secular society, but be of political 
relevance with its secularized message: for in that case, it involves at the very  least 
a recognition of  the rights to the formation and public expression of opinions also 
in other fields of society. Most Christian Churches do not just do this, of course, but 
also propagates other human rights.  

 
31 Important recent sins of the Christian churches date, in this repect (at least to 

someone who is no expert on recent Christianity in The Third World), mostly back 
to the Second World War, and have to do with the failure of the churches to put up 
any resistance to the intolerant practices of the Fascist regimes, practices that in part 
hit the churches themselves. The worst thing was of course the terribly passive role 
played by Christian churches, including the Vatican, in relation to the Nazi 
Holocaust on the Jewish people, though the much more powerful Allied Forces also 
remained largely passive in this matter. A more active role in religious war crimes 
appears to have been played by the Vatican in connection with the Nazi Croat 
regime in large parts of Yugoslavia during the Second World War, which murdered 
hundreds of thousands of Serbs (in a civil war in which also the other Yugoslav 
peoples, especially the Serbo-Croatian-speaking Muslims, were subjected to large-
scale massacres.)   

 
32 Here I am thinking, among other things, of the recent mass immigration to Western 

societies of adherents of other main world religions, and of the changes that take 
place  as the immigrants adapt to the religious conditions of secular society. Since 
those who come often change status from being members of a religious majority to 
becoing a minority, an important part of such changes consists in learning to cope 
with the minority situation : one claims the right to build mosques etc., and  
sometimes run into trouble with Christians who turn  out to be not so secular after 
all. Or one claims the right to wear the chador in French laizist public schools and 
runs up against a principle of neutrality so strict as to be incompatible with 
tolerance of other religious cultures. (This principle had, by the way, already 



secularized as unbelievers, and unbelievers still preoccupied with 
religious questions in our wide sense. 
 
 

                                                                                                                                            
provoked  the establishment of an alternative educational system led by the 
Catholic church, which is felt by a very important part of the French population to 
be an essential part of French secular society.) For a critical perspective on French 
laicism and a defensive of the somewhat more elastic conditions in Germany, see 
the analysis by Peter Antes,"Der Streit um das Kopftuch in Frankreich", in Irmela 
Reimers-Tovote and Wolgang Greive (eds.), Menschenrechte - Recht auf 
Menschen?  



V. Free Religious Choice: Some Conceptual Clarifications 
 
We shall return to the topic of communication at the end of this section. 
Let us first, however, make some much-needed clarifications with respect 
to the notion of a free religious choice stated at the beginning of this 
section.  

Choosing among alternatives and choosing oneself. In the general 
characterization of secular society at the beginning of the last section, it is 
not just the term “religion” that is used in a way that is broader than one 
might suspect; this also goes for the notion of free religious choice used. 
There are, of course, in secular society, many people who feel that they 
have not really chosen their (non)religious beliefs, at least not in the sense 
of picking them out from a series of possibilities, and perhaps not at all. 

The notion of a right to private choice as here conceived, however, is 
much broader and more formal than is presupposed by this objection. It is 
relevant not only to those persons who think their (non)religious beliefs 
have resulted from a real choice between alternatives, or those who think 
their beliefs have resulted from a radical choice in the existentialist 
fashion - where the point is to choose oneself as someone who can 
believe at all, in the sense of taking oneself seriously, rather than to live 
as someone just hovering between a luxurious range of possibilities, 
concerned as it were with picking the ultimate in things of “ultimate 
concern” (Tillich), never satisfied, always irritated at something, always 
retreating from the paths picked, and thus never arriving at a self with 
such a concern at all. 

Choosing while not Choosing: Following One’s Conscience. The 
notion of a right to private choice makes perfect sense even if I feel that I 
have no choice at all but, say, to worship the God who commands me to 
do so through my inner voice, or, again, to reject the possibility of a 
creature who, since supposedly omnipotent, made Auschwitz possible, in 
the name of some Secular Morality. The right to private choice is meant 
to ensure the possibility of following one’s conscience or inner voice - if 
need be: also against the voices of God’s or Secular Morality’s alleged 
representatives on this earth. The point and pathos of the right to private 
choice is precisely that no one but this inner voice - no authorities or 
leaders, however infallible or inspiring, and also: no public voice, no 
beliefs shared by a collectivity of persons, however many they are and 
however intensely they feel about it -  will have the right to force me.  

Indifference versus Agnosticism. Now it is also possible to be 
indifferent about the questions in question - the questions, to be as 
imprecise and tolerant as possible, about “the meaning of it all.”33 - In 

                                                 
 (Rehburg-Loccum, Germany : Evangelische Akademie Loccum, 1990), 21-32.  



that case, however, you have in fact chosen, in our broad and formal 
sense, to stay out of the area of religion, though you may hardly be aware 
of it. You have, to be sure, the right to return at any time - a right which, 
presumably, many people come to use more as they get older.34 On the 
other hand, if you choose to be an agnostic, i.e. to seriously adopt an 
attitude of serious openness without belief to some or all religious 
questions, then you are obviously inside the area of religion, in the wide 
sense.  

The Inheritance of Beliefs. Choosing to Become what One Is. Whether 
you are a believer, an agnostic or indifferent, however, it is possible to 
have “inherited” such positions from parents or the community in which 
you grew up, in a way that has little or nothing in common with a 
conscious choice. By saying this I am, of course, not implying that it is 
impossible for a person to have grown up within one (non)religion, 
without having looked seriously at alternatives, and yet to have come to 
experience that radical freedom - emphasized by existentialism - involved 
in choosing to become what one is,35 i.e. choosing oneself as a believer in 
that (non)religion.36    

                                                                                                                                            
 
33 Since I am using the wide definition of religion, this kind of indifference is more 

wide-ranging than that mentioned in section II, where I spoke of a culture of 
indifference towards religious positions in a more traditional theistic sense.   

 
34 Notice again that I am using the wide definition of “religion” and so do not just 

think of returns to theistic positions offering possibilities beyond death. When the 
philosopher Thomas Hobbes (in his usual provocatively male chauvinist manner, he 
is also reported to have said: “Wealth, like women, is to be used, not loved 
(Platonically),” in 1654, at the deathbed of his friend and colleague in things 
theoretical, John Selden, sent away a clergyman, saying to Selden: “What, will you 
that have wrote like a man, now die like a  woman?”, then he was of course 
revealing his religious beliefs in our wide sense, in addition to at least coming close 
to violating the religious rights of others in a very decisive moment. ( For the 
quotes see John P. Somerville, Thomas Hobbes: Political Ideas in Historical 
Contexts  (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), p.170 (footnote 10) and p.176 
(footnote 76). I should add that the truth of the story was denied by some of 
Hobbes’ contemporaries, as Somerville reports on p. 176.)  

 
35 This, of course, is an allusion to the Nietzschean imperative “Werde, was Du bist!”, 

which wasn’t exactly intended to cover the case in question; but one can read the 
Nietzschean saying also as a key to the perspective of the first existential 
philosopher Sören Kierkegaard. For a clear elementary introduction to existential 
philosophies, covering both thinkers, see Frederick A. Olafson, Principles and 
Persons. An Ethical Interpretation of Existentialism, (Baltimore and London: The 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1967). For the historical breakthrough to a deeper under-
standing of Nietzsche as an existential philosopher, see Georg Simmel, 



 The Limit to Tolerance. What, however, if my inner voice tells me to 
follow earthly leaders in matters (non)religious no matter what this voice 
may afterwards say - what if my inner voice thinks it necessary to freely 
abdicate in favor of external authority? Such a choice must of course also 
be respected, along with the attitudes of those who have never even 
envisaged the possibility of not following their leaders. Only, however, 
for so long as these leaders then do not interfere with the religious rights 
of other persons, in a way that goes beyond the right to freely advocating 
one’s views publicly. Every member of secular society has the right to a 
free formation and choice of (non)religious belief, and to advocate one’s 
belief in public or in more private discussions. If anyone tries by force to 
prevent him or her from doing this, then they have the right to be 
protected against me-and-my-leaders by the secular state. And it makes of 
course no difference here if, having freely given up my right to follow my 
inner voice, I myself then become the head of an organization that 
behaves as if it had the right to determine the beliefs of others. To act on 
that belief, in the sense of using violence or force, is, to repeat, 
tantamount to the declaration of religious war against secular society.  

Voluntary Change of Inner Voice Due to Communication with Others. 
Secular society is the society where nobody has the right to force me 
against my inner voice to adopt or deny some (non)religious belief, i.e. to 
profess in public what I do not in fact believe, or to deny what I do in fact 
believe. That does not mean, however, that it guarantees you against 
being influenced by the views of others. You may insist on your rights to 
a private formation of beliefs, of course, by shunning all communication 
with others about them. You may protect your inner voice as if it were a 
feeble plant that grows only in the reign of loneliness. Or you may try to 
insist on your inner voice as if it were an impenetrable castle, by holding 
up the banner of your invincible dogma against the storms of influence.  

                                                                                                                                            
Schopenhauer und Nietzsche (Hamburg: Junius, 1990, orig. publ. 1907), last 
chapter. There is American edition, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche. 

 
36 The same cannot, however, be said, about those who have grown up within 

indifference, as I am using this word here. By indifference I simply mean a lack of 
interest, and an existential choice to take a lack of interest in matters religious in the 
wide sense, in which the meaning of one’s life is included, would be quite a 
paradoxical thing. To the extent that indifference (and so a position outside the area 
of religion) is possible at all, indifference can, as I said, be more or less consciously 
chosen, in the sense that one becomes aware of one’s indifference and yet does not 
do anything about it. To try and do more than that, however, i.e. to radically choose 
onself as The Indifferent, would be a paradoxical stance within  religion itself; it 
would I think be one of many efforts to step out of the human condition and 
become a God oneself, in the sense of a being free of existential concerns.       



Nevertheless, there is such a thing as voluntary changes in the inner 
makeup of one’s beliefs that result from communication with others, 
whether this communication now takes place in public or in private, 
whether it takes place within a church or creed or between them. Nor do 
these changes always occur as a result of your having seriously listened to 
them in the first place, with a view to learning from them. Often enough, 
these changes hit you in the face with the force of surprise because you 
did not think they had anything to tell you. Suddenly, you realize that you 
have changed, or perhaps: though you were stunned, you realize it 
perhaps only later, upon reflection; in any case, however, the process was 
voluntary, for you were not forced against your inner voice: it was, on the 
contrary, that inner voice itself which proved accessible to a message 
which your ignorance or your arrogance or your fear did not want to 
listen to.  

Such voluntary changes are, of course, instances of free religious 
choice in our sense, however much they may be considered necessary by 
those who make them. Moreover, the possibility of accepting such 
changes are not reserved to persons who do not believe in a divine kind of 
reason, transcending that of finite human beings. I may believe that God 
speaks to me in an authoritative voice that is clear enough to fix the limits 
of my identity as a believer in His religion; I may even believe that the 
task of interpreting God’s voice, and thus the task of fixing the limits of 
my identity, belongs to some representatives of his on earth. I may, 
however, also believe that communicative exchanges with others is, in the 
last instance, a way of communicating with God about who I am - of 
being taught by Him what it means to go beyond oneself, towards Him, 
or what it means to find oneself, as part of Him. 
 
 

 
 
VI. From Strong to Gentle Penetration: A Brief Comparison 

with  An Abstract Model of Pre-Secular Society.  
  
Let us finally try to put some of what has been said in perspective, 
through a brief comparative look backwards.  

Selective Recapitulation. Our first answer as to the nature of secular 
society took, as we remember, its point of departure in the increased 
independence from religious influence that can be observed in many areas 
of society, during the centuries in which modern society arose in the 
West. I then applied this also to religion itself, by stretching this notion 
into a universe of discourse for all sorts of positions about the meaning of 
life - a universe of manifold but peaceful disagreement. Stretching it this 



way, however, does not amount to making religion identical with society. 
There are, for one thing, those who are indifferent to the questions of 
(non)religion. And then there are all of us, not as participants in the 
common universe of (non)religion, but in politics, in the economy, in the 
family etc. Religion is, in modern secular society, an area of society like 
other areas.  

Now if secularization in part means increasing independence of areas of 
society from religious influence, what notion of religion is implied here? 
Since the (non)religious sphere of secular society is the result of one such 
development, that cannot be what is meant 37 What is meant, of course, is 

                                                 
 
37 A relative independence of other social spheres from that of religion is of course a 

characteristic of secular society. This, however, is also to say that there is a relative 
independence of (non)religion from these other spheres. The master word in this 
connection is “differentiation”: the differentiation of modern society into areas of 
social life with increasing autonomy from each other. When speaking this language 
of differentiation, one joins a sociological tradition (with, to be sure, many internal 
tensions) that began with authors like Herbert Spencer, Émile Durkheim, Georg 
Simmel and, to some extent, Max Weber, which was continued by Talcott Parsons, 
and which to-day is represented most prominently by Niklas Luhmann and, to some 
extent, by Jürgen Habermas (for whose most important works see the next 
footnote.) As an instructive introduction (by way of an example) to Luhmann’s 
enormous authorship see his Ökologische Kommunikation. Kann die moderne 
Gesellschaft sich auf ökonologische Gefährdungen einstellen? (Opladen: 
Westdeutscher Verlag, 1986). There is an English edition, Ecological 
Communication.. - See also his Funktion der Religion  (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhramp, 1977), especially the chapter on secularization, and the article 
“Ausdifferenzierung der Religion”, in his Gesellschaftsstruktur und Semantik. 
Studien zur Wissenssoziologie der modernen Gesellschaft, vol. 3, (Frankfurt am 
Main 1989: Suhrkamp, 259-357.) (Jürgen Habermas, in his article “Transzendenz 
von innen, Transzendenz ins Diesseits”, reprinted in  his  Texte und Kontexte, 
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp 1991 ) p. 147, briefly distantiates himself from 
Luhmann’s views of religion as a “subsystem” of it own in modern society. Though 
I do not share Luhmann’s theoretical approach, this article can be understood as an 
attempt to indicate a sense in which the talk of religion as an area among others in 
modern society should be uncontroversial.)  

  Differentiation and autonomy of social areas, by the way, is not all there is to 
modernity in this tradition. Though the answers differ, there is also the attempt at 
answering the question of how modern society, despite its autonomous areas, 
nevertheless is not without its forms of integration. The cultural criticism of a Hans 
Sedlmayr, according to which modernity is the result of a kind of cosmic explosion, 
ending in a loss of the religious Center and therefore of identity (see Sedlmayr’s 
Verlust der Mitte. Die bildende Kunst des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts als Symptom 
und Symbol der Zeit  (Salzburg: Otto Müller , 1948), there is a cheaper edition, 
without photographs (Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Wien: Ullstein, 1985), and there 
is an American edition: Art in Crisis, The Lost Center  (Chicago: Henry Regnery 
Company, 1958)), is not shared by this tradition, though in Luhmann, and partly in 



pre-secular religion. But what is that? That is a field of research just as 
vast as secular society, hardly to be dealt with in a quick last section. But 
let us take our point of departure in the concept of secular society we 
have developed, where (non)religion is an area of society, not the whole 
of society, and where the individual may freely choose his (non)religious 
view. How can we characterize the opposite of secular society, in a way 
that, though extremely abstract, still makes some sense? My answer will 
be given as a kind of metaphysical sketch. 

Pre-Secular Religion: Holy Order and Center of Society. In pre-secular 
society, religion was not just an area of society like other areas, a part of 
society like other parts: it was the part that, with some grain of 
sociological truth to it, could claim to represent the whole of society, in a 
publicly binding way. Religion was an authoritative force which, though 
in a sense beyond social life, also was its central, cosmicizing and 
consecrating part.  

Institutionally speaking, it was of course only a part of society. 
Nevertheless, it is thought of as something to which all parts of society, 
whether individuals or institutions from other areas, belong. It is, as it 
were, the larger body of the whole, within which all smaller bodies, 
individual or institutional, dwell - the undying home to which they really 
belong. It is the central, active part of this whole - the undying heart or 
head that continually removes the other parts from chaos and 
nothingness, making them into a coherent whole, an order full of 
direction and meaning. As this active, enveloping and cosmicizing part, it 
is the whole, the Holy Order of Society.  

Moreover, as the central, active part, it is not just a kind of environment 
for the other parts. It is the part that penetrates all the other parts, and not 
just from the outside, but from their Center. It is the God that is closer to 
human beings than they are themselves, who always tend get lost in the 
periphery of their lives. It is the God that speaks to you authoritatively in 
your own, innermost voice, and which therefore can truly represent you, 
in an authoritative, binding way.  

Not that He thereby lets go of his cosmicizing, enveloping role. If finite 
parts belong to a larger, in fact all-encompassing body, if humans and 
human-made institutions - through hearts, heads or organizational leaders 
- display some analogy of structure to the everlasting whole, then that is 
because God is both the largest and the smallest, tying the cosmos 
together in all respects. In having penetrated into our innermost point, 

                                                                                                                                            
Habermas, there are affirmative attempts at explicating what this centerlessness of 
secular society consists in, answers differing characteristically from each other.      



leaving us, comparatively speaking, on the surface, He is nevertheless not 
confined to that point, but omnipresent in the whole.38  

                                                 
 
38 The notion of the Holy Center that I am trying to describe here has many intel-

lectual, in addition to ritual, roots. Many of the intellectual roots (including the 
organological metaphors) are found in a long tradition of geometrical mysticism 
brilliantly investigated by Dietrich Mahnke, going back all the way to early Greece, 
a tradition in which the notion of a Holy Sphere or Holy Center was expressed by 
saying that: “God is a circle whose center is everywhere and whose periphery is 
nowhere.”  See Dietrich Mahnke, Unendliche Sphäre und Allmittelpunkt  (Stuttgart-
Bad Canstatt: Frommann, 1966, = unchanged edition of orig. ed. Halle, 1937), 
passim. 

  The notion was, in the nineteenth century, worked out for both sociological and 
religious purposes in the counter-revolutionary Sozietätsphilosophie  of Franz von 
Baader, once a famous and influential philosopher, especially in the Orthodox East 
European world of the nineteenth century, now neglected. (For a brilliant 
presentation see the dissertation of Leo Löwenthal, “Die Sozietätsphilosophie Franz 
von Baaders. Beispiel und Problem einer “religiösen Soziologie”, orig. written 
1923, now in volume V of his Schriften  called Philosophische Frühschriften  
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1990.)  

  In this century, the metaphor of the Holy Center has been given a prominent 
place in the analysis of religion and society by Mircea Eliade, and in the cultural 
criticism of modern society by Hans Sedlmayr mentioned in footnote 37 (which has 
a parallel also in Eliade’s writings). A central text of Eliade’s is The Sacred and the 
Profane (San Diego-New York-London: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1959.) 
Influential authors who have learnt from him include the  sociologist Edward Shils: 
see the title essay of his Center and Periphery. Essays in Macrosociology  (Chicago 
and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1975); see also his “Das Zentrum 
der Gesellschaft und das Zentrum des Kosmos”, in: Hans Peter Duerr (ed.): 
Sehnsucht nach dem Ursprung. Zu Mircea Eliade (Frankfurt am Main: Syndikat, 
1983); it also includes the social anthropologist Clifford Geertz: see his “Centers, 
Kings and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics of Power”, in: Joseph Ben-
David og T.N. Clark (eds.): Culture and its Creators  (Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1977), reprinted in: Sean Wilentz (ed.): Rites of 
Power. Symbolism, Ritual and Politics Since the Middle Ages (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), pp.13-38.  See also the article by Ken 
Jowitt mentioned in footnote 29 above.  
 Though the metaphor is not used (and though the inspiration comes from Émile 
Durkheim and Arnold Gehlen), a comparable notion plays an important role in 
Jürgen Habermas’ theory of pre-secular society (see his Theorie des kommunika-
tiven Handelns  (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1981), volume 2, ch. V.2 
(there is an American edition published by Beacan Press, Boston,Theory of 
Communicative Action), and his Faktizität und Geltung  (Frankfurt am Main, 
Suhrkamp: 1992), chapter I, section II); an American edition will be published 
soon. Ch. V and VII of the Theory of Communicative Action  gives a theoretical and 
evolutionary perspective on the genesis of secular society that combines resources 
from philosophy and the social sciences in a way unmatched by others, in my 
opinion. 



God, in other words, is no mere (innermost) part of my life, but really 
the whole of my life, whereas I am part of Him, in virtue of His power. 
God represents me in a way that is prior to my existence as part of him; 
he represents me in being the real me, irrespective of how much of myself 
I can manage to bring into myself. The problem is not whether God can 
represent me adequately, but whether I myself can - that is: whether I am 
in fact identical with myself. The problem is not whether God represents 
me in an authoritative, binding way, the problem is whether I can live up 
to myself as represented by Him. 

Since God speaks to the inner voices of all of us, moreover, he is not 
just our individual, private, representative. Premodern religion ties people 
together in a public order which is binding to the individuals because it is 
prior to them, closer to them than they are themselves. On this deepest 
level, it would be wrong to distinguish between you and me and all other 
individuals: here we are only a We that exists solely in virtue of Him, 
who represents us all, in an authoritative, publicly binding way. 39  

Methodological Remark. In speaking this way I am, it should be 
abundantly clear, not trying to describe institutional realities, which in 
pre-secular societies vary immensely. Nor am I trying to say that all pre-
secular religion is monotheist. I am, in stead, taking the idea of religion as 
the representative of society literally, as it were. To say that religion is the 
Holy Center of pre-secular society, is to say that some such holy order is 
believed by most members of pre-secular societies to structure what is, 
including society, in an authoritative, publicly binding way.  

                                                                                                                                            
  This footnote is meant to indicate, by way of a small bibliography, the pheno-

menological fruitfulness of some metaphors derived from religio-metaphysical 
traditions at least in describing pre-secular societies. That is quite different from the 
approach chosen in the religious sociology of Baader (and, I would say, of the 
cultural criticism of Eliade and Sedlmayr), where the concepts are taken to express 
eternal religious truths which therefore also are true of society and its fate in 
modernity. See Shils for a purely sociological attempt to apply them even to secular 
societies, which is quite another matter, though I cannot deal critically with his 
article here.          

 
39 In developing the Center model in the direction of this consequence, I am stressing 

an aspect that may seem to conflict with those aspects of the world religions which 
have been seen as resources for the modern idea of religious freedom, such as  
Christianity’s idea that God created man in His image.To cite Habermas’s 
characterization of Hegel’s view of this: “The one and only God of the Beyond, 
omniscient, perfect and merciful, makes possible the formation of an individual 
with an I-identity that transcends all particular roles”. Jürgen Habermas, Zur 
Rekonstruktion des historischen Materialismus  (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1976), p. 99. 
There is an English edition. - This tension, however, was for a long time a tension 
within Christianity itself.  



Secular Society. How, on this background, can we put secular society in 
a nutshell? Obviously, it is a society without such a Holy Center. The 
reason for this is, of course, not that you are not allowed to believe in it. 
You are allowed to think that God is closer to you than you are yourself, 
and that your inner voice is an expression of His world order. You may 
even believe that secular society is in fact the social incorporation of this 
order. You cannot, however, prevent people from disagreeing with you, 
because the structure of secular society is so different from what is 
dreamt of in this public philosophy. Secular society is not, it appears, a 
public order that is closer to people than they are themselves, for even 
though you may feel that you are strongly penetrated in this way, what is 
required is that We feel this together, before our dismemberment into 
individual parts. But  in secular society, individuals are no longer like 
that, though they may long for it. We no longer have the We that strongly 
penetrates us, in virtue of Him. What we have, in stead, is an area of 
society among many others, a universe of discourse with many different 
churches, beliefs and doubts. What we also have is serious 
communication, in private as well as in public, between such positions. 
No such communication, if it is in the spirit of secular society, takes the 
form of forcing someone against his or her inner voice, however much a 
person may be convinced that it is God or Progress who tells him to try 
and do so. Some of this communication, however, does lead people to 
change their beliefs voluntarily. If God has chosen this kind of gentle 
penetration for his moves in secular society, He may still have a future 
there.   
 


